DREAMS OF EMPIRE                  ig

Setting out from St. Ignace Mission at the western end
of Lake Michigan, the two men travelled south, passed
beyond the region that the merchant, Nicolas Perrot,
had just explored, and, reaching the Wisconsin River,
began its descent. Suddenly, on a day in June, 1673,
the river widened, and the explorers passed out to
another river which came from the north, and sailed
thus into immortality. They had discovered the Mis-
sissippi.13 They followed the course of the river between
its low banks. On one hand, prairies stretched as far
as the eye could see, on the other lay wooded moun-
tains. They sailed on mile after mile greeted, as they
passed, by the Illinois Indians. "How lovely is the sky,
0 Frenchmen, when you come to visit us. Never has
the land been so lovely, the sun so bright." When they
were convinced that the Mississippi did not flow into
the Western Sea or the Gulf of California, and after
finding two other tributaries of the Father of Waters,
the Missouri and the Ohio, Jolliet and Marquette re-
traced their steps to New France.

Almost at the same time, another Frenchman,
Robert Cavelier de La Salle, through his weary
struggles with wind, rain, and snow, had reached the
assumption, if not the conviction, that the Mississippi
emptied into the Gulf of Mexico rather than the Gulf
of California. La Salle, as Talon had already noted,
was a man made for adventures of this kind. If there
could be found for him a powerful patron willing to
demonstrate his confidence in La Salle, then the truth
would be laid bare before the eyes of the world, the
French empire would cease to be only a dream, and a
man might travel by canoe (as the Great Intendant

13 Reached farther south by Fernando de Soto in May, 1541.